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THE NEED OF A NEW APOLOGETIC. 
FROM THE POINT OF VIEW OF BIBLICAL CRITICISM. 



By Rev. Professor Milton S. Terry, D.D., 
Garrett Biblical Institute, Evanston, 111. 



I believe that there is need of a new apologetic for this 
generation, and that there will be a similar need for all time to 
come. There is no finality to the progressive trend of scientific 
investigation. The best apologetic we can put forth today will 
need as much revision and restatement a century hence as the 
apologies of the eighteenth century call for now. I doubt if 
even in the millennial time we hope for, or even in the heavenly 
life "when that which is perfect is come and that which is in 
part shall be done away," we shall ever reach the point where 
there will be no occasion to give a reason to every man or angel 
who may ask about the grounds of our Christian faith and hope 
and love. For it is of the very nature of the spirit of man to 
search continuously and perpetually after every thing in earth or 
heaven that may be known. 

In affirming such need of a new apologetic, or of any new 
statement of Christian doctrines, I desire also to express becom- 
ing admiration for things that are old and honorable. The great 
historic creeds and confessions of Christendom are monumental 
witnesses of honest effort to set forth the very truth of God. 
Doubtless in many things they all offend, and not one of them, as 
a whole, is competent to bind the judgment and the consciences 
of all subsequent time. In like manner the great apologies of 
the past constitute a body of Christian literature of inestimable 
value. The science of apologetics would not be possible as a 
theological discipline today but for the many treatises which 
first and last have appeared in defense of the Christian religion 
and its sacred books. 

Scientific research in one department of study often obliges 
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us to revise our opinions in other departments. Philosophical 
and literary studies, discoveries in geology and astronomy, and 
international commerce and travel have obliged us to put many 
a new interpretation upon the language of ancient writers who 
recorded the current conceptions of their time. The science of 
history, as developed since the days of Barthold Niebuhr, has 
virtually created a new method of treating all the records of the 
past. It has been shown that the most trustworthy of the 
ancient annalists took great liberty both with the matter and the 
manner of their compositions. In none of them do we find 
much of the keen modern sense of accuracy and skill in sifting 
the sources of their information. Thucydides, the historian of 
the Peloponnesian war, holds the front rank among the Greek 
writers of his class ; but what would be thought of a modern 
historian of the war in south Africa, or of our late war with 
Spain, who should say, as this painstaking recorder of con- 
temporaneous events naively confesses : "As to the speeches 
which were made either before or during the war, it was hard 
for me, and for others who reported them to me, to recollect the 
exact words. I have therefore put into the mouth of each 
speaker the sentiments proper to the occasion, expressed as I 
thought he would be likely to express them, while at the same 
time I endeavored, as nearly as I could, to give the general 
purport of what was actually said." Admonished by such a 
statement from one of the most trustworthy historians of 400 
B. C, the biblical apologist of today ought not to commit himself 
to the hazardous and needless task of affirming the genuineness 
of all the speeches and songs which are attributed to the Old 
Testament heroes who lived, many of them, long before the 
times of Thucydides. 

It should also be observed with all due reverence that no 
truly scientific procedure can be governed by the plea, some- 
times heard, that we may fearlessly and with utmost freedom 
investigate all matters of history, philosophy, politics, art, and 
literature, and subject to the most minute criticism the other 
sacred books of the world, but may not with the same critical 
freedom handle the sacred writings of the Christian faith. Such 
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a plea in the supposed interests of the truth of God can expect 
no favor with the great body of sober, thinking men of our time. 
Such a plea savors of cowardice. It begets distrust of the man 
who makes it as of one who is afraid and unwilling to come to 
the light lest his claims be shown to be untenable. 

Whether we will or no, a searching criticism is putting forth its 
strong hand upon everything which we hold sacred, and there 
is no sign of cessation in this persistent march of inquisitive 
research. Much of its work has been called "destructive criti- 
cism." So far as it destroys that which rests on no secure 
foundations, it must needs be ultimately helpful, for it prepares 
the way for something more solid and enduring. We have no 
fear that faithful criticism of the most searching kind can ever 
destroy God's truth. It can do nothing against the truth, but 
for the truth. 

It is perhaps somewhat presumptuous to define or outline the 
biblical criticism which demands recognition in the apologetic 
of the present time. But one may with no little confidence 
mention three commanding works which embody the latest 
results of biblical scholarship as represented in the highest seats 
of learning. I refer to the Dictionary of the Bible, just completed 
in four volumes, edited by James Hastings with the co-opera- 
tion of nearly two hundred writers of acknowledged learning ; 
the Encyclopedia Biblica, edited by Cheyne and Black, and the 
third edition of Herzog's Realencyclopadie, edited by Albert 
Hauck, and now at the tenth volume. These monumental 
cyclopaedias are a momentous sign of the times. It cannot be 
denied that they represent the critical opinions of the most 
famous biblical scholars of Germany, Great Britain, and Amer- 
ica. Now, it is a notorious fact that on all the leading questions 
which have agitated the learned world for the last fifty years, 
such as the composition of the Hexateuch, and the authorship 
and date of the books of Isaiah, Jonah, and Daniel, the origin of 
the gospels, and related problems of criticism, all these biblical 
dictionaries are in substantial agreement, and none of them main- 
tains the older traditional views. Some of the writers have put 
forth extreme theories touching particular names, events, and 
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compositions of the Bible, but there is no mistaking the power- 
ful trend of all these works away from the opinions for which 
the apologists of a former time strenuously contended. With 
these and other like facts before him, the modern apologist has 
obvious need to discontinue sundry assumptions and arguments 
of a former time. He need not feel called upon to accept the 
conclusions of the numerous writers who prepare the biblical 
cyclopaedias and the critical commentaries of the present day, 
but he will see how unwise and hazardous it must be to place 
hinself in antagonism to conclusions in which they generally 
agree. He must in all fairness recognize the prevailing results 
of critical study and adjust his arguments to these new condi- 
tions. He may feel that the old tradition has not been over- 
thrown, but he can scarcely feel comfortable, or hope to carry 
deep conviction, if he refuse to reckon faithfully with the results 
of critical research on which such an influential body of eminent 
biblical scholars are substantially agreed. 

Passing now to a few illustrations of the need of a change in 
apologetic method, we note that the fact which was once forceful 
or convincing with a certain class of readers may have no such 
force or weight with other minds, trained under other conditions. 
The epistle to the Hebrews, for example, was a mighty apology 
for Christianity, and its use of Old Testament texts, in a manner 
not apparent in their original position, but peculiarly modified 
and adapted by the writer to suit his argument, doubtless had 
much weight with those Hebrews to whom the epistle was 
addressed. Modern interpreters of this epistle quite generally 
admit that in his exposition and application of the Old Testa- 
ment Scriptures the author of this earliest Christian apology 
paid little or no attention to the historical occasion and exact 
meaning of the texts which he so lavishly cites ; but it is also 
admitted with like unanimity that, taken as a whole, the epistle 
presents the doctrine of the transcendence of Christ as our great 
prophet and priest, mediator of a new covenant, minister of the 
heavenly sanctuary, and author and finisher of our faith, which 
is of inestimable and permanent value as a contribution to the 
scriptural revelation of God in Christ. 
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Again, the older apologies made much of the argument from 
predictive prophecy, and maintained that omniscience was con- 
spicuously evinced in certain specific predictions which were lit- 
erally fulfilled centuries after they were uttered. In fact, a 
school of biblical expositors arose who were noted for calling 
prophecy "history written beforehand." Much of this argu- 
ment has been rendered obsolete by a more searching and trust- 
worthy interpretation of alleged predictions. Greater attention 
is now given to the historical situation of the prophet, the exact 
meaning of his language, and the conditions of his first hearers 
or readers. The so-called "virgin prophecy" in Isa. 7: 14 is an 
illustration in point. It is said in Matt. 1:22 to have been 
"fulfilled" in the virgin birth of Jesus; but it is also said in 
Matt. 2:15 that Hosea 11 : 1 was "fulfilled" in the return of the 
child Jesus from Egypt after the death of Herod. In Hosea it 
is written : "When Israel was a child then I loved him, and 
called my son out of Egypt." The language is obviously not a 
prediction of a future event, but a reference to the exodus in 
the days of Moses. The language of Isa. 7: 14-16, though 
involving the element of prediction, cannot without violence be 
explained as foretelling an event of the far future. The prophet 
declares that the virgin he has in mind has already conceived, 
and is about to bear a son, and before the child is old enough to 
know good from evil, the land of Syria and Ephraim, just then 
a great terror to Ahaz, should be forsaken. This prophecy was 
actually fulfilled in the days of Ahaz and Isaiah, but to maintain 
that the land was indeed forsaken within the specified time, but 
that the child referred to was not born until more than six hun- 
dred years afterward, is exceedingly unnatural, not to say pre- 
posterous, as a specimen of biblical exegesis. The use made of 
such texts in Matthew's gospel is simply an illustration of the 
prevalent custom of the time in accommodating Old Testament 
texts to new situations, and such new application of the ancient 
Scripture had force among the Jews. 

It was once claimed as an indisputable fact that Cyrus was 
named and described in Isa. 45:1, more than a hundred years 
before his appearance in history ; but now it is shown, first, that 
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the language employed is not the language of prediction, but 
that it describes a person already on the stage of history, while 
the immediate context shows that Jerusalem and its temple are 
in ruins and the Jews in exile. It is shown, secondly, that this 
entire section of the book of Isaiah contains numerous evidences 
of having been composed in the latter time of the Babylonian 
exile, and not in the days of the Assyrian domination of western 
Asia. In a similar way the questions of the date and scope of 
the book of Daniel, and of other prophecies, forbid the modern 
apologist to repeat old arguments based thereon as if nothing 
had occurred in the last fifty years to modify opinion on these 
matters. 

The older apologists and some moderns seem disposed to 
make the accuracy of all historical allusions an essential matter 
in their maintenance of the value of the Scriptures. But it is 
coming to be felt more and more that this is an unnecessary, 
not to say hazardous, position for the defender of divine revela- 
tion. Why should it be supposed that the sacred writers must 
needs be supernaturally secured against all historical inaccuracy 
more than against inaccuracies of grammar and rhetoric? Three 
hundred years of strife over this matter ought to admonish us 
that no convincing apology is likely to stand hereafter on the 
assumption of the verbal inerrancy of the biblical records. The 
human element in the Scriptures is seen to be as conspicuous as in 
other writings, and it is worse than folly to ignore or try to 
cover up the facts. The divine element and the abiding profit- 
ableness of the Scriptures are not helped by such procedures. 
The tendency of the new apologetic is to show that in many 
cases it is not an event of history taken by itself, nor a statement 
of fact considered merely as a fact, that is of importance for doc- 
trine, for reproof, for correction, and for instruction in right- 
eousness ; but rather the moral lessons and the prophetic 
warnings which all such facts are ever speaking to thoughtful 
souls. It is of no religious importance to know the exact facts 
about the Galileans whose blood Pilate is said to have mingled 
with their sacrifices ; but it is of the greatest importance to be 
admonished that they were not sinners above all other Galileans, 
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and "except ye repent, ye shall all in like manner perish." Of 
these eighteen, on whom the tower in Siloam fell, we may know 
very little, and there might have been some mistake about the 
current reports ; but that question is of no practical consequence. 
Whether they were eighteen in number, or fifteen, or twenty ; 
whether they were all killed outright, or whether a few survived ; 
or even whether the report as it came to Jesus was true or not 
— the admonition of Jesus would be still the same. And even 
if one of those present had answered and said, "Master, that was 
a false report ; the tower fell, but nobody was harmed," he 
might at once have replied with intenser emphasis : " Except 
ye repent, ye shall all perish in a manner as dreadful as the 
report declared." It is the moral lesson, the exhortation, the 
rebuke, the warning, that contains the essential element of reve- 
lation, not the mere report of a fact, the like of which is occur- 
ring time and again in human history. 

The words "genuineness" and "authenticity" appeared on 
almost every page of the older apologies, and acquired a sort of 
technical significance which many modern writers hardly recog- 
nize. It was taken for granted that, if a book were not written 
by the person whose name it bears, it must necessarily be a 
forgery, and written with design to deceive. But there stands 
the book of Ecclesiastes, purporting to come from " the son of 
David, king in Jerusalem." No writer of note has ever seriously 
supposed that this son of David was intended by the writer to 
be understood as referring to any other son than Solomon, 
noted for his wisdom. But we have an apocryphal book, known 
as the "Wisdom of Solomon," which assumes with equal clear- 
ness to have come from the same royal person. I doubt if there 
is a biblical scholar of wide repute in Christendom today who 
would hazard his reputation by seriously maintaining the genuine- 
ness of Ecclesiastes as against the spuriousness of the Wisdom 
of Solomon. In fact, conservative critics, who maintain the 
integrity of Isaiah and the genuineness of Daniel, have long 
since given up the like contention for the book of Eccle- 
siastes. But there is extant a collection of old Jewish writings, 
almost as extensive as that of our canonical books, which 
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bear the names of men who did not write them, and there 
is no more proof that their authors intended to palm them 
off for forgeries than that Plato intended to palm off the 
dialogues of Socrates as forgeries. The apocryphal books of 
Esdras and Tobit and Baruch, the Jewish sibyl quoted by 
Josephus, the books of Enoch, and the Assumption of Moses, 
and the Ascension of Isaiah, and the Testament of Abraham, 
and scores of others of a similar cast, have long since convinced 
thousands of students that the terms " genuine " or " fraudulent " 
are not the only alternatives in a literary question of this kind. 
The word "authentic," so far as it was held to imply that a given 
writing must be either a record of real matters of fact or else a 
tissue of falsehoods, has also become obsolete in our apologetic. 
For it is seen that the historical novel may be employed as a 
most influential and popular form of inculcating moral truth. It 
would be impossible, perhaps, for any genuine and authentic 
history to convey to its readers a more truthful portraiture of 
American slavery than was done by the story of Uncle Tom's 
Cabin . And where may one read a more faithful picture of the 
times of Nero than that which is presented in the novel Quo 
Vadis? We should not deceive ourselves or others by narrow 
conceptions of the rights of literary method, nor close our eyes 
to the fact that types, symbols, parables, allegories, enigmas, 
riddles, and fables form all together a large portion of the Holy 
Scriptures. We need a new apologetic that shall supersede the 
old contentions over "genuineness and authenticity" by magni- 
fying the religious content rather than the outward form of the 
writings of the holy men of old — the spirit rather than the 
letter of their words. 

There has appeared of late a tendency in some quarters to 
question the genuineness of even the four great epistles of Paul, 
which F. C. Baur and his Tubingen school acknowledged as 
certainly the work of the apostle. These views, given promin- 
ence in such a place as Cheyne and Black's Encyclopedia, are 
startling and radical in the extreme ; but, for reasons already 
suggested, the far-sighted apologist need not concern himself 
greatly over even that issue. He forgets not that Christianity 
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was an irresistible force in the world, proclaiming its message of 
salvation to mankind before any of our New Testament writings 
appeared. Perhaps one chief reason why the popular mind is so 
often and so easily thrown into confusion, and why the religious 
feeling of many pious souls is disturbed over these questions of 
criticism, is the widespread notion that the vital truths of Chris- 
tianity are essentially identical with its earliest documents. The 
apologies of the eighteenth century did much to inculcate this 
misleading notion, so that no distinction or discrimination was 
made between "the Word of God" and the various books of the 
Bible. Was there then no Word of God, no oracle of prophecy, 
no gospel of salvation, no doctrine of Christ, until there was a 
biblical canon ? There is need of a new apologetic which will 
remove the ground of such erroneous inferences. The origin 
and real character of the various writings must always be open 
to historical investigation, and we should disabuse the public 
mind of the idea that the Christian religion and its sacred books 
are identical. It may be shown that all the essential truths of 
the gospel are witnessed by the writings of the second and third 
centuries of our era as unmistakably as by those of the New Tes- 
tament canon. For it is obvious to every thoughtful reader that 
the entire body of the oldest Christian literature, canonical, 
apocryphal, pseudepigraphic, and patristic, bears overwhelming 
testimony to the adorable Christ, without whom there could 
have been no gospel, either oral or written, no acts of apostles, 
no epistles of Christian life and doctrine, no apocalypses of 
heavenly things. We plead for the greater prominence of those 
living truths which have always been recognized as fundamental, 
and for a remanding of questions of books and authors to a very 
subordinate place in apologetics. The older polemics permitted 
matters of textual criticism, alleged inerrancy of manuscripts, 
and the genuineness of certain books to come to the front and 
to figure as the chief storm-centers in controversies with the 
assailants of Christianity. We need a new apologetic that shall 
build on deeper foundations. 

The new apologetic, which our time demands, should accord- 
ingly in all fairness recognize what biblical criticism has to say, 
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and should treat with becoming respect the conclusions in which 
any large number of eminent scholars are substantially agreed. 
But it will tolerate no partisan pleading, and accept no hypothesis 
as final that has not been clearly proved. It will hold fast that 
which is obviously good, whether it be an old tradition or a new 
discovery. But it will refuse to build any important doctrine or 
claim upon traditional views of the Bible which are persistently 
questioned through successive generations of Christian scholars. 
It will take pains to distinguish between what is fundamental 
and that which is only secondary or of minor importance. It 
will avoid collision with the rational methods and widely 
accepted results of critical inquiry, and will bestow the greater 
labor on setting forth with increased emphasis all that divine 
content of the biblical writings which ministers to the deep spir- 
itual longings of the human heart, and verifies itself as perpetually 
" profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 
instruction in righteousness." Such a procedure, carried for- 
ward in the spirit of reverent research, can have no other ten- 
dency than to magnify God's truth and make it honorable. 

O for another Joseph Butler, to write a new "Analogy," not 
of "Natural and Revealed Religion," but of universal religion 
and of comparative theology as brought to the attention of man- 
kind by the critical studies of the last one hundred and fifty 
years ! In the light of those studies both religion and "the con- 
stitution and course of nature" have taken on a grandeur unseen, 
unknown before. The new analogy must accordingly be broader, 
deeper, richer than was ever possible before. 



